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Tensions Rise Over Grants to Community Groups

By Nawcy Trejos
Washington Post Staff Writer

As the Montgomery County
Council neared final approval of a
$4 billion operating budget yester-
day, some of the most heated de-
bate was over how to spread the
wealth among a wide variety of
nonprofit organizations that say
they depend on public dollars to
fund their programs.

With a projected $300 million
surplus, county officials lived up to

their reputation for generosity. For

the fiscal 2007 budget, the council
appeared poised to more than dou-
ble the $4.3 million in community
grants it doled out last year.

But council members disagreed .

over a proposal to grant $200,000
to the Jewish Federation of Greater
Washington to help expand the
parking lot at its Rockville campus.
The proposal, included in County
Executive Douglas M. Duncan’s
recommended grants, set off an ex-
change about the merit of ‘handing
out taxpayer dollars for such proj
ects.

“I think these grants inevitably
end up being highly political, and I
think that it's not the best way to
do it," said council member Phil
(D-Gaithershurg-Rock-

In the end, though, the council
approved Duncan's $4.5 million
proposal to support nomprofit
groups such as the Archdiocese of
Wa the Barbara Bush
Foundation for Family Literacy and
the Maryland Vietnamese Mutual
Association. The Jewish Federa-
LlDTlS parkmg lot also made the

Toda}'. the council will consider
its own wish lists of grants — total-
ing more than $5 million — for or-
ganizations such as the Asian Pacif-
ic American Legal Resource
Center, CASA of Maryland, and
Top Banana Home Delivery Gro-
ceries Inc.

Also yesterday, the council ap-
proved a 5-cent cut in the property
tax rate and a one-time $221 credit
to eligible homeowners. Duncan
had proposed a 9.5-cent reduction
in the tax rate. With the county fac-
ing & potential $800 million short-

in six years, some council mem-
bers said they favored a lower rate
cut and a one-year tax credit to
mamtam flexibility in future budg-

E\ren with the cut in the proper-
ty tax rate, most homeowners will
still face I'ugher property taxes be-
cause the assessed value of their
homes has risen so much.

While the grants to nonprofits

make up a tiny fraction of the budg-
et, council members spent more
time debating that issue than prop-
erty taxes.

Critics accused council members
and Duncan (D) of using the grants
for political purposes.

“They're actually out there try-
ing to buy support from these
groups,” said French Caldwell, who
15 on the board of the Montgomery
County Taxpayers League and is
running for an at-large council seat.

This year, the council received
211 applications totaling $17.8 mil-
lion. Last year, there were 111 re-
quests.

“This year, we can afford to do
more,” said council President
George L. Leventhal (D-At Large).
“We have a strong economy and
available resources.”

Council members Steven A. Sil-
verman (D-At Large), who iz run-
ning for county executive, and Mi-
chael L. Subin {D-At Large}), who
noted that he is on the board of the
Jewish Community Center, defend-
ed the funding. “T think that there
is a very strong rationale hehind
this,” Subin said.

Ron Halber, executive director
of the Jewish Community Rela-
tions Council of Greater Washing-
ton, said that the organization pro-
vides education and health services

to residents and that there are not
enough parking spaces to accom-
modate them. “Tf people can’t park,
people can’t access these services,”
he said in an interview.

In response to complaints that
the application process for commu-
nity grants had heen too secretive,
the council created an advisory
panel last year to review applica-
tions,

This year, Leventhal asked each
council member to give him three
picks. Leventhal considered the
panel’s and council members’ rec-
ommendations and came up with
the list of $3.5 million in grants to
be considered today. That didn't
satisfy Silverman, who ‘drafted a
list of $1.7 million in additional
grants he wants to see funded.

The council agreed to consider
both lists today during a final vote
on the budget.



